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IF  ONLY  GOD  WERE  NOT  SO  GOOD 

" r. . .  .not  knowing  that  the  goodness 
of  God  leadeth  thee  to  repentance." 

(Romans  2:4b) 


During  these  days  when  Boris  Spassky  and  Bobby 
Fischer  are  having  at  it  in  Iceland  for  the  Chess 
championship  of  the  world,  I  feel  impelled  to  put  to 
you  the  old  conundrum:   Is  the  board  dark  with  light 
squares,  or  light  with  dark  squares? 

The  question  transfers  easily  to  one's  basic  view 
of  life.   Is  life  essentially  evil  though  crossed  here 
and  there  with  good,  or  essentially  good  though  marred 
at  many  points  by  evil?  To  ask  it  differently,  which 
is  exceptional  in  the  world,  good  or  evil? 

One  has  the  impression  that  a  global  plebiscite 
would  show  that  a  majority  of  earth's  people  believe 
that  evil  is  the  normal  state  of  things,  with  good  the 
exception  that  proves  the  rule.   A  British  limerick 
gives  the  situation  as  most  men  see  it: 

"God's  plan  made  a  hopeful  beginning 
But  man  spoiled  his  chances  by  sinning. 

We  trust  that  the  story 

Will  end  in  God ' s  glory , 
But  at  present  the  other  side's  winning." 


I  have  no  intention  today  of  questioning  that  es- 
timate of  how  things  stand.   Evil,  to  say  the  least, 
is  formidable  and  rampant.   It  is  not  an  illusion. 
Whether  one  travels  his  own  heart  or  the  world  at 
large,  the  achievements  of  evil  defy  comprehension. 

Besides,  what  we  hold  to  be  the  ultimate  nature 
of  life  is  something  that  each  of  us  decides  as  an  act 
of  faith.   There  are  no  proofs.   There  is  only  belief. 


As  the  bishop  argued  with  the  skeptic  in  Browning's 
poem: 

"All  we  have  gained  then  by  our  unbelief 
Is  a  life  of  doubt  diversified  by  faith, 
For  one  of  faith  diversified  by  doubt: 
We  called  the  chess-board  white, 
-  we  call  it  black."2 


While  I  have  no  intention  of  minimizing  either 
the  problem  or  prevalence  of  evil,  I  do  wish  to  speak 
to  the  power  of  goodness  in  human  affairs.   The  good 
appears  feeble;  but  it  has  remarkable  durability.  It 
strikes  one  as  being  a  scarce  commodity;  and  yet,  it 
keeps  showing  up  in  the  most  unlikely  places.   It  is, 
by  common  judgment,  less  interesting  than  evil;  yet 
in  times  of  personal  or  national  crisis  we  turn  to 
those  who  have  it.   Like  salt,  goodness  has  a  way  of 
influencing  situations  out  of  all  proportion  to  its 
size.   Goodness  when  we  come  upon  it  has  a  way  of 
stopping  us  in  our  tracks  and  making  us  think. 

We  are  all  of  us  susceptible  to  goodness.   It 
has  been  wisely  noted  that  every  man  is  vulnerable  to 
memory,  to  conscience  and  to  goodness.   Good  is  more 
of  a_  problem  to  unbelief  than  evil.   It  is  what  the 
late  Howard  Lowry  of  Wooster  College  called  "The 
Shining  Enigma." 


When  we  discover  goodness  in  the  ordinary  flow 
of  daily  life  it  has  a  way  of  registering.   I  speak 
here  of  goodness  that  is  natural  and  unconscious  of 
itself,  not  the  kind  of  goodness  that  is  always  ac- 
companied by  full  organ.   I  remember  listening  to  a 
raunchy  radio  station  in  Ohio  one  time  as  an  announc- 
er told  about  a  "Good  Deed  of  the  Week"  contest.   We 
were  encouraged  to  drop  a  card  to  the  station  describ- 
ing some  good  act  that  we  had  recently  performed.   I 
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have  always  felt  that  any  time  we  are  actually  con- 
scious of  having  done  a  good  thing,  we  haven't  -  at 
least  not  all  the  way. 

What  I  have  in  mind  is  authentic  goodness.   The 
real  thing  that  we  stumble  on  every  now  and  then  - 
perhaps  on  a  subway,  in  a  store,  on  a  bus,  or  in  a 
home.   The  kind  of  goodness  that  puts  us  in  touch  with 
our  better  selves;  that  unconsciously  makes  us  ashamed 
of  our  failures;  that  inspires  fresh  resolve;  that 
stands  life's  larger  questions  up  before  us  once  again. 
Yes,  and  even  brings  God  near! 

True  story:   A  stick-up  artist  pulls  a  gun  on  a 
cashier  in  a  Five  and  Ten  Cent  Store  and  demands  the 
money.   "I  can't  give  it  to  you,"  she  cries.   "Why 
can't  you,  it's  not  yours?"   "That's  why  I  can't," 
replies  the  girl. 

True  story:   Three  false  alarms  in  a  row  bring 
out  the  trucks  and  men  from  a  fire  house  in  South 
Bronx.   The  alarm  sounds  yet  again.   The  men  answer. 
Mindless  teenage  punks  hurl  bricks  and  bottles  at 
the  men  as  they  fight  the  blaze.   Yet  two  of  the  men 
scale  a  hazardous  ladder,  break  into  a  room  that  is 
dense  with  lethal  smoke  and  carry  a  mother  and  child 
to  safety. 

True  story:   Ghandi  confronts  his  wayward  teenage 
son,  hands  him  a  whip  and  says,  "Beat  me  for  failing 
to  be  a  better  father!" 

True  story:   In  a  World  War  II  Prisoner  of  War 
Camp  on  the  River  Kwai  Japanese  guards  complain  that 
a  shovel  is  missing.   The  captors  suspect  that  it  was 
sold  to  the  Thais  for  a  profit.   They  demand  that  the 
guilty  one  step  forward  else  all  will  die.   A  Scottish 
soldier  steps  forward  stiffly  and  says,  "I  did  it." 
He  is  killed  on  the  spot.   When  the  tools  are  counted 
again  at  the  guardhouse,  no  shovel  is  missing. 

To  hear  of  such  events ,  or  to  be  there  when  they 
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happen  is  to  be  fearfully  and  wonderfully  moved.  Dis- 
honesty we  expect.   Vengeance  we  expect.   The  arro- 
gance of  power  we  expect.   Self-preservation  we  ex- 
pect.  But  what  can  we  do,  what  can  we  say,  when,  at 
terrifying  cost,  another  human  being  shows  himself 
honest,  forgiving,  humble,  courageous? 

Goodness  may  be  a  scarce  commodity,  but  when  we 
chance  upon  it  the  questions  throng:   Where  did  it 
come  from?  Why  do  I  salute  it?  Why  am  I  not  more 
like  that?  Goodness  -  not  evil  -  is  the  ultimate 
enigma. 


This  truth  shimmers  at  its  dazzling  best  when  we 
consider  the  goodness  of  God.   "It  is,"  said  St.  Paul, 
"the  goodness  of  God  that  leadeth  to  repentance." 
(Rom.  2:4b)   I  should  have  thought  that  the  wrath  of 
God  would  do  that!   But  no,  the  goodness  of  God. 
Imagine  anyone  linking  goodness  and  repentance. 

Paul  was  speaking  there  in  Romans  2  about  his 
fellow  Jews  who  though  highly  favored  and  chosen  by 
God  had  presumed  upon  God's  kindness.   Judgment  they 
would  have  understood.   But  this  long-suffering  for- 
bearance they  could  not  grasp  and  rather  consistently 
misconstrued. 

This  is  how  God  captures  us,  isn't  it?  Not  by  the 
threat  of  judgment  and  its  penalty  of  pain,  but  by  his 
incredible  goodness.   There  is  judgment  to  be  sure, 
but  it  is  not  dominant.   It  is  a  word  from  God  but  it 
is  not  the  last  word  from  God.   If  I  understand  aright 
what  Paul  is  saying,  God  wears  down  our  resistance  and 
leads  us  to  repentance  by  a  love  that  comes  and  comes 
and  keeps  on  coming! 

At  times  we  see  this  goodness  in  what  the  theolo- 
gians call  His  General  Providence.   I  have  read  doz- 
ens of  books  which  told  that  the  cosmological  argument 
for  God's  existence  is  dead.   It  is  technically  and 
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logically  impossible  to  establish  God's  existence  by 
an  appeal  to  creation.   Yet,  I  confess  that  in  the 
presence  of  a  flaming  sunset  something  inside  me  says, 
"Tell  Him  'thank  you"'. 

Sooner  or  later,  however  hard  we  may  consider  our- 
selves to  be,  we  are  brought  up  short  by  what  Ernest 
Hemingway  called  "the  scattered  munificence  of  the 
world."   I'm  thinking  about  those  little  pluses  in 
which  we  share  without  deserving:   The  rain  and  the 
sun  that  fall  alike  on  the  just  and  the  unjust.   The 
bow  that  He  sets  in  the  sky  following  a  storm.   Even 
the  taste  of  food. 

One  of  the  most  hazardous  assignments  any  minis- 
ter can  have  is  to  be  asked  to  offer  grace  at  a  summer 
youth  conference  when  all  those  little  stomachs  are 
starving.   There  is  an  innate  resentment  against  any- 
one who  would  stand  too  long  between  hunger  and  ful- 
fillment.  I  remember  how  back  in  my  thirteenth  or 
fourteenth  year  I  found  myself  at  such  a  conference 
in  southern  New  Jersey.   We  were  famished  as  we  gath- 
ered about  the  noon-time  table.   A  rather  somber  look- 
ing brother  was  invited  to  come  to  the  microphone  and 
offer  thanks.   I  remember  his  prayer  to  this  day. 
"Lord,  if  food  were  tasteless  or  even  bitter  we  would 
eat  it,  for  we  have  to  live.   In  thy  goodness  thou 
hast  made  it  not  only  necessary  but  delicious,  and  we 
thank  thee." 

Whitaker  Chambers,  you  will  recall,  was  brought 
to  an  awareness  of  God  by  holding  his  little  daughter 
in  his  lap  and  being  taken  by  the  convolutions  of  her 
ears. 

A  doctor  came  down  for  breakfast  at  a  medical  con- 
vention, walked  over  to  his  table  and  said  to  three 
of  his  fellow  medics,  "Have  you  thanked  God  this  morn- 
ing for  the  fluid  in  your  eyeballs?" 

Word  has  it  that  every  time  Jimmy  Durante  came  off 
a  successful  performance,  he  would  run  to  the  nearest 
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phone  booth,  put  in  a  nickel,  dial  the  letters  G-O-D, 
say  "Thanks!"  and  hang  up.3  We  can  argue  with  God's 
commands,  but  what  can  we  say  in  the  face  of  all  His 
benefits  to  us? 

Most  reliably  of  all  we  find  God's  goodness  meet- 
ing us  as  grace  in  Jesus  Christ.   "He  hath  not  dealt 
with  us  after  our  sins,  nor  rewarded  us  according  to 
our  iniquities."   (Ps.  103:10)   What  a  staggering  at- 
testation this  is.   What  do  you  do  with  that?  How 
do  you  answer  it?  He  chose  to  win  us,  you  see,  not 
from  a  throne  -  but  from  a  cross. 

"See,  from  his  head,  his  hands,  his  feet, 
Sorrow  and  love  flow  mingled  down I 
Did  e'er  such   love  and  sorrow  meet, 
Or  thorns  compose  so  rich  a  crown?"4 

We  are  familiar  with  Victor  Hugo's  Les  Miserables. 
Perhaps  the  most  memorable  scene  from  that  novel  has 
to  do  with  the  incident  in  which  Jean  Valjean  steals 
the  candlesticks  out  of  the  bishop's  house.  The  police 
are  swift  in  their  pursuit,  and  the  thief  is  soon  ap- 
prehended and  brought  back  to  the  bishop's  house.  The 
bishop  turns  to  the  police  and  says ,  "Why,  I  gave  him 
those  candlesticks."  The  police  are  shocked  and 
puzzled.   They  cannot  understand.   Yet,  on  the  strength 
of  the  bishop's  insistence,  they  let  the  suspect  go. 
At  this  point  the  bishop  moves  over  beside  the  thief, 
puts  an  arm  on  the  man's  shoulder,  and  says;  "Jean 
Valjean,  my  brother,  you  belong  to  God  now."^ 

It  is  the  goodness  of  God  that  leadeth  to  repen- 
tance.  If  only  God  were  not  so  good,  we  could  hold 
out  more  easily  against  Him. 
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Closing  Prayer 

Give  us,  0  God,  a  right  view  of  Thee 

lest  we  think  of  Thee  in  terms  of  what 
we  would  be  like  if  we  were  God. 

Let  the  many  evidences  of  Thy 

loving-kindness  unto  to  us  keep  us 
penitent,  open  and  obedient. 

For  Thou  art  our  God, 
our  life, 
our  all. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.   Amen 
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